Introduction
'Evaluation as a tool in the development of social work discourse' was the title of an international conference where some of the world's leading researchers on evaluation and on social work gathered to share their research experiences with an expectant Scandinavian but mainly Swedish audience of social work researchers. The conference was organized by the Centre for Evaluation of Social Services (CUS) at the National Board of Health and Welfare, Stockholm in co-operation with the Swedish Council for Social Research and the Swedish Association for Social Work Research.
The aim of this article is to bring together Swedish, American and British perspectives on some of the central issues discussed at the conference and to reflect on the different national contexts for social work research. We also hope to encourage readers unfamiliar with social work to consider those aspects of its evaluation that are specific to the human services. The actual conference papers will be published in a special issue (1998 no. 2) of the Scandinavian Journal of Social Welfare.
The Background and Context of the Conference
The general aim of the conference was to strengthen evaluation research in social work, to the benefit of clients and practitioners. More specifically, the conference was conceptualized with the purpose of presenting the state of the art to the Swedish social work research community, to encourage its members to give priority to and to undertake more evaluation research, to enhance its quality and to broaden the perspective and designs used. Because a majority of the contributors had their geographical and conceptual bases in North America, the United Kingdom and Scandinavia the conference was largely an encounter between members of the social work research communities in these three parts of the world.
The Participants
Conference participants included three diverse groups, namely those whose primary interest is the use of evaluation methods to explore social work policy and practice questions; social scientists interested in theory development; and those whose interests are primarily in the development of the field of evaluation, including its methodology. Of course, these interests are not necessarily mutually exclusive and, accordingly, some participants expressed one or more of these perspectives. Those whose perspective was the use of evaluation as a tool to explore social work policy and practice questions (such as how effective social work interventions of a particular type are in preventing or changing a social problem) stressed the usability of evaluation research results and the relationships between evaluators and practitioners in the conceptualization, design and implementation of evaluations. All this is of particular interest to British researchers who are developing considerable experience of evaluation with these characteristics (Everitt and Hardiker, 1996; Fuller and Petch, 1996; Shaw 1996, forthcoming) and who wish to develop a stronger relationship between social work research and practice (Cheetham, 1997; Neill and Williams, 1992) concentrating on mechanisms to get research 'in' to and not just 'out' to policy and practice. The CUS has similar preoccupations.
Those with a strong social science perspective were most interested in the use of established scientific methods to address theory-relevant questions. Like some social work practitioners, those stressing the social science agenda viewed evaluation methods as of secondary interest because their focus was on theory building and testing. This perspective, generally absent among the US participants, was especially prominent among the Swedish participants and was envied by the British.
The third group focused on evaluation as a discipline and, accordingly, their discourse examined methodological questions, including the character of evaluation as an enterprise, underlying values and epistemologies, and strategies for conducting
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evaluations. This perspective characterized most of the US participants. Members of this group view the evaluation agenda as different from the social science agenda, describing a wide range of approaches, including those adapted from administrative management fields and the humanities. Evaluation was not therefore viewed as a subfield of such disciplines as sociology or policy studies. It was in this context that several of the US participants were most interested in the elaboration of evaluation methodology and, accordingly, methodological differences were described. Here, the well known debates regarding qualitative-quantitative, experimental-naturalistic, and cost-benefit approaches were most evident.
To some but not all observers, the different preoccupations and agenda of the evaluation methodologists, the social scientists and the social work researchers at the conference hampered real debate and made it difficult to learn from each other's experiences. Reflections in greater tranquillity, one purpose of this article, may help us move from intellectual interest to international understanding. Although the papers and the conversation around them had some common themes, it was clear that in no country was there a single and agreed framework for evaluation. Indeed, for many conference participants, the different manifestations of evaluation and its preoccupations were striking. Do these differences reflect the countries' varying political and welfare traditions? How far are they the product of different education and training systems and intellectual approaches to the analysis of human behaviour? The conference papers illustrating examples of good evaluation practice involved, of course, some common rules, methods and devices but these were still interpreted and implemented in intricate social environments, each with its special characteristics and problems, and sometimes influenced by the different countries' systems for research funding. While all the conference participants welcomed the opportunity to travel, literally and metaphorically, in unfamiliar territories, many remained uncertain about the relevance and value of other countries' evaluative preoccupations to their own nations' interest. Conference politeness may have inhibited strong public declaration of these doubts but they were evident in more private conversations. At close quarters does internationalism in evaluation and welfare have real salience? Not surprisingly, the conference did not answer these questions and neither does this article. We hope, however, that it will tempt readers to delve more deeply into the evaluation literature of other countries and to ask some hard questions about our resistances to the insights and research approaches of other nations.
The Centre for Evaluation of Social Services
The conference was the brain-child and creation of the Centre for Evaluation of Social Services. This is an institute for evaluation research on personal social services, established in 1993, by the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare. The Centre's task takes account of the following proposition: '. . . the (social work) profession lacks systematic empirical validation of its practice strategies. Ongoing evaluation of social work interventions seems to be a desperate need all over the world' (Hokenstad et al., 1993: 187) . The establishment of the Centre can be seen as a compensatory measure in a national context where university departments of social Cheetham et al.: The Development of Social Work Discourse work and other research centres have been reluctant to study client outcomes of social work interventions.
The general and long-term objective of the Centre is to contribute to a well-founded professional discourse in social work, characterized by theoretically sustainable and empirically substantiated studies of client and user 'value' and of outcomes of different services and programmes and methods of treatment and support. The activities of the Centre include research reviews, evaluations, support for practitioners' follow-up and quality assurance activities and also conferences, workshops and lectures. A number of long-term programmes have been launched. The evaluation theory and practices programme is the most strategic one. Other programmes are: treatment of drug and alcohol abuse; child and adolescent care and protection, social welfare and economic assistance; and social work with immigrants. Issues of 'best practice' are constantly in focus and attempts are made to close the gap between practitioners and researchers in social work. It is encouraging to observe the establishment of centres of social work research with similar objectives in other countries, particularly Britain and USA (Cheetham, 1997a) and their efforts to bring international experience to bear on major research problems (Hess and Mullen, 1995; Mullen and Magnabosco, 1997) .
Linking Themes

Evaluation Paradigms and Preoccupations
A major linking theme at the conference was the 'paradigmatic' discourses of evaluation research. This included panoramas of the conceptual and organizational history of the field, ethical issues and expectations of philosophy of science, sociology of knowledge and methodology and their impact on evaluation research and the evaluation of social work. Not surprisingly, and happily, all this provoked lively controversy. Below, we show that these arguments are as alive in social work evaluation as they are in other fields although, as this article goes on to suggest, well developed methodological differences may be more evident in the USA. Indeed, the diversity of social work's interest groups and the vulnerabilities and uncertain status of some of them can add particular passion to these debates. These special characteristics of the main players on social work's evaluative stage can be a driving force in the call for the involvement and empowerment of those affected by interventions and their evaluation. How these aspirations are to be realized in other than token ways and what empowerment through social work and research actually means in practice in different countries were questions stimulated by discussion at the conference. Given the history of slogan and rhetoric in social work, these matters deserve the critical attention of another international conference.
The most ambitious and distinctive claim was made by Michael Scriven (1998) , who has led debates on evaluation for two decades. He argued that evaluation is a transdiscipline similar in character to other 'transdisciplines' like statistics, logic or mathematics and deserves to be taught in freestanding graduate programmes independent of particular disciplines and professions.
There were arguments too concerning the place of different research methods and designs and the priority that should be given to criteria-based evaluation, which tries to Evaluation 4(1) measure substantive goal achievement but gives less emphasis to costs; to economic models that take costs into consideration and use a variety of designs to study productivity and efficiency, and to client-orientated evaluation models that take as their starting point the goals, expectations and needs of the target population. There were some strong arguments, particularly from Scriven that, in the human services, evaluation's chief goal and responsibility should be its concern with the actual impact of these services on those they are meant to serve. Because the extreme difficulties of establishing worthwhile and holistic outcomes have to be recognized, a focus on more intermediate outcomes-for example, the actual services provided-can be legitimate when this is all that is methodologically feasible. However, Scriven and others would argue that these studies should be seen as stepping stones to answering the more important questions: how were services actually received; and what were their intended and unintended consequences?
Professionally orientated models that use the values and quality criteria of the pertinent profession as their guiding principles also provoked debate. When there are strongly established professional organizations whose members' practice has firm research foundations this orientation can be justified. However, the sorry history in the human services of professional certainties with minimal research gives rise to distinct nervousness about treating professionals' views of 'the good' as a proxy for the real experiences of those who are the object of their ministrations.
Given the legitimate interests of many different groups in welfare, the stakeholder model, which attempts to ground its evaluation in the values, concerns and interests of clients, professionals, politicians, administrators and ordinary citizens, has obvious attractions. Such inclusive evaluation is easier to talk about than to achieve and there are few examples of evaluative studies that actually deal with a range of perspectives; and when they do there are problems in achieving more than simply setting these perspectives side by side. The agnosticism of such analyses, fair-minded though they are, can cause frustrations, particularly for those with practical as well as intellectual interests. Similar issues arise in the evaluation of education and of the health services.
Through all this, a central issue was the dual concern for generalizable evaluation research on the one hand and particularized programmeme evaluation on the other. The old familiar tensions and accommodations between quantitative and qualitative research were also evident. It was clear too that while the contributions and problems of experimental studies were common territory there was more experience of experimental research in the USA. By contrast, and perhaps reflecting their population size and health and welfare administration, longitudinal research has a more prominent place in Sweden and the UK although, at least in the UK, this has not been fully exploited in social work research. The CUS is paying special attention to this issue and has already started a comprehensive project with longitudinal research design.
Social Work Research and Practitioners
The relationship between researchers and practitioners was another common theme. Various approaches to facilitating partnership between researchers and practitioners, including the need to increase practice orientation in evaluation research and the most appropriate methods of dissemination, were avidly discussed. Internal evaluations led
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by practitioners seem to contribute considerably to promoting the assessment of the quality of work and there were various examples given of different ways in which practitioners can be directly involved in research (Connor, 1993; Everitt and Hardiker, 1996; Fook, 1996; Fuller and Petch, 1995; Hess and Mullen, 1995) .
Whatever the particular research preoccupations of different countries there is one important international concern: how does research impact on policy and practice? This question was not explored in depth at the conference and deserves far more attention, drawing from the experience of medicine, education and housing.
Evaluation of Social Work in Sweden
In Sweden, as in the UK and USA, evaluation of social work focuses both on professional and client perspectives on the outcomes of interventions. However, there is also considerable interest in the generation of new knowledge for social work drawing not only on the experience of practice, but also on analyses of social service delivery, including those of economists and political scientists (Tengvald, 1996) . This interest in breadth of knowledge was clearly spelled out more than two decades ago by the State Commission on Social Issues in preparing the present Social Services Act. The Commission expressed high expectations of the contributions of research and supported a considerable expansion of social research and the development of research organizations for social work. The potential role of social work practice in the development of sustainable knowledge for work practices and their client/user outcomes was less explicit at that time, although the importance of a continuous internal review of local experiences was stressed (SOU, 1974: 39) .
In the recent State Commission Report (SOU, 1994: 139) , which aims to reform present legislation, the responsibility for the well-founded development of the services based on evaluation and quality assurance is placed directly upon the local social services organizations. The proposed new legislation requires the development of information systems for the continuous monitoring and review of quality matters and the development of other quality assurance activities. Ironically, research activities and the role of the research community are hardly mentioned in these proposals, despite the fact that such systems with PhD programmes in social work, now exist with an organization and with networks that have the potential to support local evaluative activities. A quick and unsystematic survey among some of the conference participants shows-also ironically-that in several departments of social work at Swedish universities, there now exists interest in and capacity for evaluation research in the field of social work that is not being properly explored or developed.
This shift in official view is understandable if the reader is reminded that in Sweden there has been a lack of applied evaluation research which might promote more evidence-based intervention in the personal social services. This has been so despite the fact that the demand for such research was the main reason for public funding of research foundations to support social work research. Other fields of enquiry have caught social work researchers' interest much more, such as macrosociology and general social criticism. This is confirmed in the review of research funded by the Swedish council for social research between 1991 (SFR, 1994 , which
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showed that only about 15 percent of approximately 300 funded projects on social work include some sort of evaluation. Within the area of drug and alcohol abuse, however, more than 40 percent of the projects included research on the effect of various types of treatment methods. Many of the researchers involved in this field come from disciplines other than social work. Furthermore, client-orientated projects related to social work comprised not more than 10 percent of the total number of projects (Tengvald, 1995) .
What then is the institutional framework for social work research and research on social services in Sweden? Organization and institutionalization of knowledge production in this field was an important concern for the 1974 State Commission on social issues. In 1977, social work was established as an academic discipline. An important remit of the first chair in social work, as well as those following, was to study and to help solve social problems. It was also stipulated that needs of social work education programmes and of social work practice should influence the direction of social work research: to put it simply, social work research should be relevant for social work practice. As social work research became integrated into the academic system and an academic culture started to have an impact on social work and services research, questions about the intellectual autonomy of the discipline were raised: was social work research to have an independent role in relation to practice in order to promote autonomous and critical knowledge development; or was it to become a servant to the instrumental needs and purposes of social work practice (Bäck-Wiklund, 1993) ? Although answers to these questions might now be different, significant systematic comparative studies that focus on the value of social work for clients and users have not been given priority by social work academics (Tengvald, 1995) . As will be seen, there are striking contrasts here with social work research in the UK, which has been much preoccupied with user focused evaluation and a stress on relevance and utility to the detriment of more conceptual or theoretical work that might, for example, analyse the role of social work within welfare, and include some exploration of the contribution of social work within the larger canvas of community development (Cheetham, 1997a (Cheetham, , 1997b Everitt and Hardiker, 1996) .
What can be said about the research role of personal social services which are a part of the local municipal governments in Sweden? The State Commission of 1974 (SOU, 1974: 39) pointed out that the local agencies of personal social services should continuously follow up and evaluate their activities. It was regarded as especially important that they systematize experiences of social workers in the field. It seems that very little has been achieved in this respect, although there is now a growing interest in quality assurance for personal social services among national bodies as well as at local social services organizations. As previously mentioned, the recent State Commission on social services demands increased local activities of this kind. At present, there is no systematic picture of their character and quantity at the local level, although a base-line study on evaluation and quality assessment activities in local social services agencies is now being conducted by CUS.
Considering present developments, there is reason to believe that in social work research in Sweden a more balanced position is being achieved in which knowledge production relevant for the development of the social work processes and methods will
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have a position in the academic discipline of social work as well as within the agencies of social work practice. One of the main purposes of the conference at Lejondal was to inspire members of the Swedish social work research community to undertake more evaluation research.
An American Perspective
The contributions to the conference of Robert Boruch, Brenda Booth, Ernest House, Yvonne Lincoln, Edward Mullen, Michael Scriven and Robert Stake illustrated a diversity of well known perspectives on evaluation research which are rooted in the US experience. The conference discussions sharpened areas of difference with many of the observations being generic to the evaluation field rather than specific to social work. When the papers and discussions are placed in the context of the evaluation research tradition in social work and contemporary developments in the US a number of points emerge that deserve comment. Some of these were thought to reflect 'tremendous differences', either immediately apparent or just below the surface.
Social science was therefore seen as helping social work to fulfil its potential and know its place 'after' theories and general propositions applicable to a broad range of programmes. One important difference concerned the emphasis many European participants were thought to place on the role of evaluation research in producing generalizable knowledge compared with the priority given to particularized programme evaluation. An interest of the former participants was the use of evaluation research methods to develop and test scientific models, theories and general propositions applicable to a broad range of programmes. Accordingly, these general formulations were seen as contributing to the development of social work practice theory and intervention technology. In contrast, those stressing the particularized agenda underlined the use of evaluation to resolve questions concerning the value of individual programmes in specific contexts and gave less attention to the contribution of the social sciences. In this perspective, evaluation research was thought of primarily as an instrument of bettering the programme studied, and of helping those who are involved in the specific context.
Another clear difference noted by US participants concerned the size of the countries represented at the conference, which was viewed as influencing the scale and complexity of policies and programmes examined in evaluation studies federal level impact, and researchers' capacity to communicate and collaborate. Accordingly, researchers in Sweden and Scotland may exert national leverage through their work. Close relationships between researchers and key national level policymakers are both a realistic and necessary objective. The populations and size of these countries are similar to those of some US states or even large US metropolitan areas, which are often the context for major American studies. This may present particular challenges for the generalizability of US research experiences to countries like Sweden and the UK.
Further problems of comparability concern different national manifestations of such apparently common concepts as poverty. There are large difference in what this means in the US, UK and Scandinavia. For example, the preoccupation in Britain and America with the poverty of single parent families and its legacy for child rearing and family solidarity may be less meaningful in Sweden. So what does poverty or being in lower Evaluation 4(1) income groups mean for those who use Swedish social services, particularly given the role Swedish social workers have in administering social security? Are the potential redistributive functions of welfare a matter of intellectual interest in each of these countries? In the 1960s and 1970s, US educational priority and urban programmes were models for European welfare systems that wished to have more than a marginal influence on individuals. Now it seems to many European observers that the preoccupation in US research is much more on the health and welfare of individuals with little attention given to the processes of social work in achieving impact or the social and economic conditions of service users. Some European participants wonder if this means that US social workers have mostly 'given up' on poverty, like many of their British colleagues.
Additional examples of social problems with varying meanings are juvenile delinquency, alcoholism, serious mental illness and unemployment. Similarly, social interventions directed towards those social problems may share a common nomenclature but be very different in reality. Accordingly, an intervention found to have specific effects in one country may be found to have different outcomes in another. Clarification of such meanings is needed to determine the extent to which evaluators are talking about the same things, and therefore about the comparability of data, and research conclusions. This demands a monumental intellectual and academic effort, far more than a comfortable conference can generate. It is, nonetheless, an essential effort given the propensity of the UK and other European colleagues to follow America, even when the arrangements in question have been found wanting in the US.
A further striking American characteristic is the institutional arrangements and funding for evaluation research which have been evolving and changing during the last half of the 20th century. In the US, evaluation research studies in social work have a long history dating from the early 1900s (Zimbalist, 1977) . These studies have been funded and implemented by both private and public sector organizations. Unlike the Scandinavian countries, and to a lesser extent the UK, private foundations have played an important role in US evaluation research. In addition, in the US, the for-profit sector has contributed to evaluation of social welfare programmes, especially in research and development (R & D) . During the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, several strong social work research institutes and centres were established in the US that engaged in evaluation research. Subsequently, these agency-based centres have diminished in significance with evaluation research shifting to university-based centres and specialized private research organizations. The size of available research funds and, therefore, of the studies they support dwarf most of those in Europe, leaving many European researchers almost incredulous at the sample sizes, the length of studies and the apparent compliance of subjects (Booth, 1997; Boruch, 1994 Boruch, , 1998 . This scale may also account for the apparently rather small interest in process as compared to outcome; huge operations can seem to defy comprehensive descriptions of the components of intervention although some recent major evaluations of community initiatives insist that these include systematic accounts of process (Connell et al., 1995) .
Despite this record of activity in the US social work's role in evaluation, research has been limited by poor institutional and funding supports as well as poor training. The 1991 Task Force on Social Work Research report Building Social Work Knowledge for Effective Services and Policies has stimulated consideration of how the US approaches its investment in social work research, which is largely evaluative in nature (Task Force on Social Work Research, 1991) . In commenting on that report, the Task Force chairman, David Austin, warned that social work research is at a point of crisis and that it is not 'recognized as a significant part of the mission of the profession, either structurally or conceptually' (Austin, 1992) . Cited as reasons for the crisis were: a paucity of social work research and researchers in critical practice areas; an inadequate amount of quality research relative to knowledge needs; problematic dissemination and use of research; poor research training in professional social work programmes; and a gap between the type of research conducted in universities and the needs of practice and agencies. The Task Force articulated a need for increased training of research scientists and increased federal governmental support for social work research. The Task Force called for an increase in federal support for research development in schools in collaboration with social agencies, and for the establishment of a national level research institute to foster and guide social work research.
While a national body has since been established and while there are some indications of increased federal funding, the crisis remains for social work research in general and evaluation research in particular. In the US, it is difficult to separate evaluation research from other forms of applied research in this history, or to separate social work research from that conducted outside of social work, but developments in US applied research may be taken as generally indicative. Although problematic for social work as noted by the Task Force, US funding for research and development across sectors compares favourably with that of other industrialized countries (National Science Board, 1996) . No country invests as much in research and development as the US. With the possible exception of the UK no other country has the research infrastructure found in the US. Furthermore, few if any, have the support of large US based foundations. What is lacking is confidence in the continued investment necessary, especially with devolution of decision making and deficit reduction politics now occurring in the US. Most affected by these changed national policies will be investment in social welfare programmes and, consequently, investment in social work evaluation. Without stronger partnerships between social work evaluation efforts and evaluation efforts occurring in, for example, the for-profit sector managed care companies, as well as with nonprofit delivery systems, it is likely that social work evaluation research will not be sufficiently robust to meet the growing needs created by the breakup of the traditional US social welfare system. Although not as extreme in the European countries, it is likely that similar trends will be seen in the future. Evaluation researchers can benefit during these times by strengthening cross-national communication and exchange.
A British Perspective
Being just four in number (with a paper presented on behalf of a fifth who was not present at the conference) a minority of the participants were British. They all have extensive experience of research in a variety of contexts and one (Cheetham) was recently a member of the panel that had reviewed the quality of social policy and social
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work research for the UK Higher Education Funding Councils. We think, therefore, that while the perspectives discussed here cannot give a comprehensive picture of social work research in Britain, neither can they be dismissed as idiosyncratic.
Most social work research in the UK is carried out in universities with the largest programmes substantially funded, often on a rolling basis, by government. The 1996 Higher Education Council review, which examined research carried out during the previous four years in 33 institutions, described its current preoccupations outlined below.
Social work research seemed primarily preoccupied with critical appraisals of policy implementation nationally and regionally and less with the minutiae of practice. Principal fields of inquiry were childcare and protection, community-based services for offenders, and community care; and in all these fields evaluation research was significantly represented.
There were particular strengths in research focused on social work and criminal justice. Here, the accumulated knowledge and expertise of several decades of research and a strong social science base have yielded a critical mass of research. This includes a range of good empirical studies, demonstrating methodological diversity and sophistication and an engagement with theory, much of which is of international relevance and excellence. The work provides a good foundation for policy analysis and development which should allow policy makers and practitioners to speak with authority about the rationale for their activities.
The panel was also impressed by the excellence of some work on child protection and childcare. Again, this has significant international dimension and a sufficient history to provide the basis for research-based reflections on the likely implications of family and childcare policies and legislation. It is worth noting that much of the high quality critical research has been funded by a major user, the Department of Health. However, the panel was surprised to note an absence in the social work-though not the social policy-research of examination of the implications of increasing child and family poverty (Cheetham and Deakin, 1997: 439-40) .
The panel also observed that research on community care would be strengthened if it were set in a wider welfare context and expressed reservations about the quality of research on social work education and anti-discriminatory practice. It noted with satisfaction the application of a range of research methodologies fitted to the subjects of enquiry and the attention being paid to the users of social work.
This context throws light on some of the observations of British conference participants. First, there was admiration for the ease with which Scandinavian researchers of social work seemed to draw upon the social sciences and to see social work not as a discrete entity but as integral to the wider welfare and political economy.
Second, because much British social work research is methodologically eclectic and concerned with its practical utility, it can be open to the criticism that it is atheoretical. It could also be said that some British researchers' willingness to undertake small local studies, which, although disciplined, seek to adapt and develop designs and methods to suit research problems, raises doubts about their validity and reliability. The extreme difficulty and expense of carrying out research using designs-experimental and crossinstitutional-which can link outcomes with interventions also mean that most British evaluation explores sequences rather than consequences. This raises important ques-tions about the nature of evidence that is acceptable in seeking to understand and develop the human services.
Many British social work researchers live with such dilemmas with relative ease; indeed many also claim that it would be inappropriate to see any one evaluative method as being the 'gold standard'. It is more important to fit methods to the questions asked and to live with and then move on from the inevitable uncertainties of most research conclusions (Cheetham et al., 1992; Shaw, forthcoming) . It is also claimed that such an adaptable approach makes research more user-friendly to practitioners, encouraging a general interest in research-based practice and, for some, a wish to undertake their own evaluations (Fuller and Petch, 1996; Shaw, forthcoming) .
Given this rather messy but real world, some UK researchers may both admire but question some of the preoccupations with methodology, which were evident in some of the American contributions. Privately (and sometimes not so privately!), they may ask whether the absolutely worthwhile intention to refine research methods and designs may at times remove research from the day to day social work arena. They wonder whether these preoccupations account for many US practitioners' anxieties about and alienation from research explored by the Task Force and referred to earlier. Linked with these doubts is some uncertainty about the practical applicability within social work of the large experimental studies taking place in US education and health service delivery. These studies seem to report commendable compliance from practitioners in completing research protocols and sticking to the target interventions. Is this the product of the far larger research funding available in the US or is there a particular research culture there which is certainly not apparent in British social work that encourages-or at least does not resist-such evaluation?
The key issues to note in all this are the comparative advantages and costs of shaping research to fit user interests. This is, of course, not simply a British concern. Indeed, it has been substantially influenced by Schon (1983 Schon ( , 1995 ; and there are several US centres of social work research that are making major contributions to the development of practitioner-related research (Hess and Mullen, 1995) . US researchers are also extensively involved in the debate about relevant evidence for social work (Barnes McGuire et al., 1996) . These British reflections, therefore, must not be seen as a comment on US research as a whole but on some of the contributions at the conference. There were, sadly, too few accounts of Scandinavian research to judge where it stands in this spectrum, but earlier comments suggest some pressure and willingness to engage closely with practitioner interests, and also some anxiety that this should not completely drive the social work research agenda.
Some Final Reflections: Needs, Welfare and Evaluation
Most conference participants shared a common understanding of welfare and evaluation sufficient to allow comparison, admiration and (usually private) criticism. However, differences in the systems for delivering social services, in the place of welfare within the political economy of the countries represented and in the style and traditions of evaluation, were probably too great to encourage adoption or even adaptation of each other's evaluative approaches in so far as these can be seen as having some homogeneity. The
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conference was therefore an occasion of surveying and verifying these difficulties rather than a prompt for intellectual migration. Does this matter?
It does to the extent that in all the countries considered at the conference and in many, perhaps most, throughout the world, the established systems of state responsibility for individual and collective welfare are under threat with increasing resort to the market, private philanthropy, and individual effort as the mechanisms to support vulnerable people. This is most obvious in the USA but the same processes are well underway in Britain and, to the surprise of people from outside Scandinavia, are also on the Swedish agenda. However, the context for these changes in the systems for providing welfare is familiar and unchanging: it is the common human needs arising from vulnerable states, disaster, misfortune, and from personal and social inadequacies. Despite the manifold definitions of poverty, delinquency, disability, mental illness and so on-the playground and the despair of comparative researchers-there are common understandings and shared experiences of unhappiness, unfairness, suffering, loss and bereavement. Everyone can recognize the miseries of struggling relationships between parents and children, spouses and partners. Social work in its many manifestations, through a combination of practical help, personal support and counselling and group and community interventions, and sometimes with statutory authority, is a long established means of combating these common troubles.
Evaluation is one shield against the abolition and diminution of all this. Evidence regarding outcomes is a necessary (but not sufficient) protection of welfare; and its legitimacy is enhanced with increasing knowledge about the best methods of providing help. Despite their many differences, all of the participant countries are experiencing a heightened interest in evaluation research and this appears to be growing in importance throughout Western Europe and North America. The common factor is interest in costcontainment, coupled with a concern for maintaining quality of services. Evaluation research is seen as playing a role in helping to identify effective and efficient policies and programs. This emphasis is strongest in the US but it is growing in importance in Europe, especially because of increasing unemployment, rising deficits, and growing costs for social welfare programs. In the US, outcomes measurement has emerged as a key focus for evaluation research. US legislation (e.g. Government Performance and Results Act, the National Performance Review Program), accounting standards (e.g. National Accounting Standards Board), accreditation and credential standards, resultsorientated and performance-based planning, budgeting and accounting practices and the general movement towards cost-containment, all come together around the need for outcomes measurements and evaluation research (Mullen and Magnabosco, 1997) .
All the human and public services are therefore under the microscope but the evaluation of social work is particularly difficult because of its multiple interest groups, large and often fuzzy problems on its agenda, which make precise targeting difficult, and its range of intervention (Cheetham et al., 1992) . By contrast, educational evaluation seems relatively simple, as does the evaluation of some medical treatments. Making progress in this complex field requires the combined techniques and wisdom of different countries' evaluation experiences, which will build on existing collaboration arrangements among researchers, practitioners, administrators and policy staff. But given the considerable variations in the content and delivery of welfare services, more work is needed to establish baselines for comparison. This could be much assisted by creative institutional arrangements to facilitate necessary and sustained collaboration among practitioners and researchers in these varied national contexts. There is a big agenda for such collaborative efforts. Large differences exist among countries in the extent to which record systems exist, what data are collected, accessibility for research use, how the data have been analysed or not analysed. For example, Sweden has a far better record system, and, accordingly, researchers in Sweden are in a better position to conduct time series analyses. Researchers in the US and elsewhere could expand cross-national collaboration to benefit from these available data. UK social work researchers could also learn how to exploit better some excellent British longitudinal data sets.
Technical progress is not, however, the only priority. Enthusiasm for evaluation means that it has many manifestations, not all of which can claim to speak with the authority of independence. In countries with plural institutional structures, there are increasing demands from competing interests for evaluative evidence which can be called in aid of bids for resources or allocation decisions (Albaek, 1995 (Albaek, , 1996 . In-house evaluation is therefore particularly vulnerable to pressures to produce 'good' outcomes. All this was a common concern in 1995 at a conference in Huddersfield University that brought together British and American social work researchers, the papers from which are published in a special edition of Research on Social Work Practice (1997 Vol. 7). Service providers may also be tempted to exaggerate what they hope to achieve, bringing further pressures on evaluation, particularly when a narrow focus on outcomes diverts attention from the user needs and problems, which are the context of intervention, and from its actual content. At various times in its history, social work has tended to promise more than can be delivered. Some hard lessons have therefore been learnt about modest focus, clarity of purpose and realistic assessment of the social and political context of social work. The evaluative scramble to save or secure programs can threaten all this and the quality and authority of evaluation.
International exchanges and collaboration can strengthen the quality and independence of evaluation research, not least by exposing to more public gaze our failures and foibles. As Albaek (1995: 97) argues, researchers then take on the traditional role of dissent based on the ideal of free dialogue and encouraging criticism.
If the mode of dissemination and application of scientific hypotheses and results are made the criteria of their validity and benefit, research loses its fundamental justification and is no different from other interests whose most important function is to kowtow to power. Critical research must, on the contrary, be based on the rules and procedures for testing the validity of scientific hypotheses that exist in the research communities. This does not necessarily make research popular with the court and the king. But it benefits public debate. And it safeguards the self-respect of research.
